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	1. Chapter 1

**Big thanks to SamRae59 for being my sounding board on this and fixing my errors. You are invaluable!**

"_Where did you get the sword, Mudblood?" the maniacal Bellatrix Lestrange screamed. "Crucio!"_

_Hermione refused to say a word and tried in vain to suffer in silence. She knew Ron and Harry would be able to hear every scream she uttered and it would tear them apart to be unable to help her. After several minutes the pain was too much and she let out a long, high pitched scream._

"_Tell me! Did you break into my vault at Gringotts?" Bellatrix shouted._

"_We found it, we found it. Please stop," Hermione begged._

"_Crucio! Crucio! You will tell me the truth, Mudblood or I'll make sure you never forget the filth of your blood."_

_Pain ten times worse than the last time shot through every nerve in her body. She wished it to stop but knew the only way would be to start talking or die. If she said anything it would put Ron and Harry at risk. She screamed, long and loud, for as long as she could before her throat burned. Then she passed out cold._

Hermione's entire body hurt as though she'd been pushed through a meat grinder. She couldn't move an inch without feeling the burning of intensely sore muscles so she stayed still and kept her eyes closed. With her eyes closed and her body shut down from the pain, her hearing was intensified but she couldn't hear Bellatrix anywhere. It was completely silent… but wait, she could hear someone breathing near her feet. She tensed under the knowledge that she wasn't alone, causing herself more pain.

"Granger, you need to wake up and move around. It will help to work your muscles so they don't hurt as much," came the voice of her second worst nightmare, Draco Malfoy.

Her eyes opened to see him moving toward her left side. He reached out to help her sit up and pretended not to notice when she flinched. Sitting up took significant effort and she was on the verge of crying from the pain- but she couldn't let him see her as weak. She slowly slid her legs to the edge of… a bed? Where was she? Why wasn't she in the dungeons with Harry and Ron?

"Harry and Ron. Where are they? I have to get to them," she uttered without thinking who she was talking to.

"They've been taken care of. Everybody from the dungeons is gone," he replied.

"Taken care of? They're dead?" she started crying.

"Granger, they aren't dead. Dobby, with the assistance of Milly, was able to get everyone to safety. I don't know where they are but they're safer than they would be if they were still here," Draco said as he patted her hand.

"We're still at Malfoy Manor? Are you insane? I'll be killed for sure. I need to leave immediately," she cried as she tried to stand.

Her legs were too weak to fully support her weight and she started to fall before she'd stood up all the way. Draco caught and held her while she attempted to walk. When it was obvious she wouldn't succeed in walking out on her own, she collapsed against him and he set her back on the bed.

"Nobody will find us in here. I created this room last summer to be completely Unplottable, much like the Room of Requirement. I've added the Fidelius Charm and I'm my own Secret Keeper so nobody can enter unless I bring them. My elf, Milly, is the only one who can come and go as she pleases," Draco told her as he arranged her into a sitting position on the bed. When she started to protest, he interrupted saying, "Nobody here thinks much of the house elves so they would never consider asking her anything."

All of the exertion left her weak in body but not in mind so she started looking around for the door to plan her escape when she was strong enough to walk. Although she tried to be surreptitious, he caught on to what she was doing and informed her there was no door out and the windows were magic, like the ones at the Ministry, so they didn't go stir crazy from being locked up in a dark room.

"How long are you going to keep me hostage?" she asked angrily.

"Hostage? Granger, I saved your life! My aunt was seconds away from carving you up with her dagger," he answered in disgust.

"Why?" Hermione asked quietly.

"Why? You know she's insane. 15 years in Azkaban didn't help her any, she was half gone when she was sentenced. Her hatred of anyone not pure of blood knows no bounds," he replied.

"No, why did you save me?" she whispered.

He turned away from her and walked to the window, dragging his hand through his hair in a nervous gesture, the bags under his eyes prominent. How long had they been here and had he slept at all?

"The moment I saw you dragged in with Potter and Weasley, I knew you wouldn't be allowed to leave the Manor alive. I started planning how to get you out and I knew you'd kill yourself trying to save Potter and Weasley. My plan took longer since I had to get them out, too. I never meant for you to be hurt so much," he answered facing the wall.

She couldn't understand it, why would Malfoy care if she died? He'd hated her since first year and made no secret of it. The daily taunts against her blood status or her academic success had become background noise after a while but she still remembered the absolute loathing he and his friends had for her. Even knowing his complete disdain for her, she'd harbored a crush on him since fourth year. He was as smart as she was, he was loyal to a fault, and she wasn't the only non-Slytherin to notice how handsome he'd become over the summer break.

"Thank you, Malfoy. Thank you for saving all of us. I'm sorry if it's caused any problems for you," she replied. It didn't convey nearly everything she wanted to say but, for once in her life, she was at a loss for words.

"It in no way atones for the sins that I've committed but it puts a little light on my side, I hope. As for problems, we're fine as long as we stay here. I'm sure the Dark Lord has already sent out a search party for us," he said.

"You look exhausted. Have you slept? How long have we been here?" she asked.

"We've been here for ten hours or so. When I created this place I hadn't intended on any guests so there's only the one bed. It's important for you to recuperate, Granger, don't worry about me."

She looked around the room again, noticing a wall of books and a fireplace with a solitary armchair just opposite of her. There was one door she hadn't noticed but knew it wouldn't lead out so it must be the bathroom. The small room was certainly meant for protection but didn't provide much comfort, very uncharacteristic of a Malfoy. She couldn't let him wear himself out, it wasn't right after all he'd done for her.

"Maybe I could sit in the chair and read for a while so you can sleep. I don't mind, except I'll need some help getting there," she offered. She saw the spark in his eyes at the thought of laying down.

"I'll make sure you have everything you need but you have to wake me up if you need anything at all," he said anxiously.

"I promise, Malfoy. Um, I hate to ask but I need to use the restroom. Could you get me in there?" she asked as she blushed furiously.

He actually chuckled as he walked over to help her out of bed. He picked her up as though she weighed nothing and carried her into the spacious bathroom. When he set her down near the toilet she expected him to leave the room but he only turned around.

"Malfoy, I can't go if you're in here. It's indecent," she complained.

"You're unsteady, Granger. I will plug my ears if you want but I'm not leaving this room. What would happen if you fell down and smacked your head? I can't exactly take you to St. Mungo's," he answered.

"This is so embarrassing. Fine, plug your ears and close your eyes," she snapped as she started unzipping her trousers.

She took as little time as possible to take care of her needs in case he turned to check on her. Sitting down was easy, it was standing up again that required energy. She managed to pull herself up to stand and get her pants up but, since she needed to hold on to the wall with one hand, she couldn't zip herself back up. Determined to not need his help for this most mundane of tasks, she leaned her back against the wall and tugged on the zipper. She must have made more noise than she thought for soon his feet were in her line of vision.

"Problems? Let me help you," he said.

"No, I can do it! Just give me moment," she said pushing his hands away. After several failed attempts she couldn't stop the tears from falling. "I wish I had my bag. I have a dress in there that would make this completely unnecessary."

Draco looked at her for a moment, ascertaining that she was safe against the wall and hurried from the bathroom. When he reappeared carrying her beaded bag she nearly hugged him. He refused, again, to leave the room but moved her to the shower where there was a bench so she could sit down to undress. He turned his back and talked to her to keep her occupied.

"I almost didn't bring that bag but, knowing you, it had something important in it. It's a bit heavier than I expected," he said.

Hermione was reaching into the bag at this time to grab her dress, "Undetectable Extension Charm. I've got everything in here that we needed for our mission, except food. I didn't think far enough in advance for that."

"Mission? I thought that was a joke! It explains why nobody has heard about Potter for months now. I've been reading The Daily Prophet every day for any news on you," he admitted.

"It's not something I can talk about," she replied. She stared up at the shower head in longing. "Um, Malfoy? I know you're extremely tired and you really need to sleep, but can I take a quick shower? I won't tell you how long it's been since I've been able to really clean up, it would disgust you to no end. There's only so far _Tergio _can clean a person."

"Of course. I can help wash your hair," he answered jokingly.

"Ha ha. Can you hand me a towel without turning around? I'm already undressed," she asked.

He handed her the towel and listened as she tried to stand to turn the water on. She was getting weaker, he could tell by her panting. Without asking, he turned around and set her back on the bench to turn on the water for her. When he saw that she was struggling to even soap up her sponge, he pulled off his own clothing except his boxers and stepped into the shower with her.


	2. Chapter 2

"Malfoy! Get out of here! I'm naked," she shrieked.

"Please Granger, I've seen a naked girl before. You'll pass out if you keep trying to do it yourself, just pretend I'm Weasley while I clean you up," he replied in irritation.

"Why would I think of Ron? He's probably the last person, other than Harry, that I'd ever let see me without clothes on," she argued still trying to cover herself.

"I always thought you were secretly in love with him," Draco answered as he rubbed the sponge up and down her arm.

"What?! No way, he's like a brother to me," she shivered at the thought.

Draco considered this information as he cleaned her other arm and soaped the sponge again. As he was rubbing it along her back he snuck a peek at her bum and saw that it was just as he'd imagined it, round and soft and lovely. "So, if it's not Weasley then who is it that you like? There has to be someone." He had to keep his mind occupied.

"That's none of your business. Especially while we are standing naked in the shower together," she answered tersely. She'd been trying to get a glimpse of his chest but he was behind her.

"I'm not naked, I'm wearing underwear. You, on the other hand, haven't a stitch on. You're too thin, Granger," he replied casually.

"It comes from months of eating whatever we could find, which wasn't much. For a while it was mushrooms and berries we picked from the woods but sometimes we were lucky and could sneak into muggle shops to steal more substantial food. Though it wasn't really stealing, I left money in the register for everything," she rambled. Draco had begun washing her legs, starting with her feet and slowly gliding up.

"I'll have Milly bring anything you want before I go to sleep. It will help in you heal faster if you eat properly," he answered breathily.

"Thank you, it would be nice to have a decent meal," she replied. "Maybe I can take the sponge now and you can help with my hair?"

He seemed relieved and instantly put the sponge into her hand. He took her by the shoulders and turned her so she was finally able to see his body. Her breath caught in her throat as she gazed at his perfectly formed torso, all muscle and no visible fat. He had scars crisscrossing his chest and stomach, courtesy of that foul curse Harry had used on him last year. Without thinking, she ran her finger along the longest one, feeling the slightly raised pink line with fascination.

Draco cleared his throat hoping it would draw her eyes up to his so she wouldn't see his embarrassing erection. Her brown eyes, thankfully, looked into his stormy gray ones just as he took her face into his hands. Was it his imagination or did her eyes darken? A thought for another time. He tilted her head back into the stream of water, running his fingers through her tresses to ensure they were saturated.

"How are you doing? Are you getting tired?" he asked, concerned, as he turned her back around to wash her hair.

"I'm fine," her voice shook as she answered. Slowly she started cleaning the parts Draco hadn't.

They were enemies, they shouldn't be in the shower together. She knew there was no way he hadn't looked at her body, she'd most certainly checked him out. Maybe she shouldn't consider him an enemy so much as an unknown since he'd saved her from his sadistic aunt. But, to be standing in the shower together was insane. And to be turned on at all by it was unforgivable.

He turned her back around and rinsed her hair, walking her backward into the stream to make sure all the shampoo was out. When she was thoroughly clean, he sat her down on the bench to rest.

"I'm going to take my boxers off, so you might want to close your eyes," he teased.

Draco was too aware of her presence. How could he ever explain to anyone his fascination with her? Thoughts of her had been his guilty secret for a couple years now; dreams of her had prevented him from forming any real attachments to other girls. There was no explanation for his infatuation; it delighted and disgusted him in equal measure. Knowing she was naked just behind him was driving him mad. There was no option for him but to think of all the grossest potion ingredients swirling around in unknown fluids to make his erection go down.

She covered her face and listened to the water hitting the shower floor, heat rising in her cheeks. Draco Malfoy, the man she'd had fantasies about all last year, was naked just a foot from her. She chanced a peek and found his bum to be tight and muscular, flexing as he hurriedly scrubbed up. Her heart beat erratically while she watched him. He was graceful even while showering. The water turned off and she quickly covered her eyes as Draco stepped from the shower to grab his towel.

"I'm going to wait here while you dry off. I'll hand your clothes in when you're ready," he said in his usual cold tone.

She was confused by the change in his demeanor but decided it must be because he was completely worn out. Drying off as quickly as she could manage she asked for her clothes and slipped the dress on first to cover herself. She wiggled into her panties and skipped her bra, telling Draco she was dressed. He came in and started to lift her into his arms again.

"Can I try walking? You said yourself that I needed to move around to loosen my muscles up," she asked tentatively.

He put an arm around her waist and helped her slowly step from the shower. Her legs were still weak and ached too much, but she managed by leaning heavily on Draco to walk to the door before she gave up. He scooped her up and settled her in the chair by the fire. He excused himself to get dressed and called to his house elf.

"Milly, please get whatever Miss Granger wants to eat. Has there been anything said about our disappearance?" he said to the small elf.

"Yes Master Draco, the evil one is most angry. He says when he finds you, you will die a most painful death," Milly answered in her squeaky voice.

"How are my mother and father?" he asked.

"They are scared for you but he hasn't touched them. They don't speak much," she assured him.

"Thank you, Milly. Please tend to Miss Granger now," he said as he paced near the window.

Hermione greeted the tiny elf and asked for some soup and bread. The elf bowed and disapparated, leaving her to turn in her chair to watch Draco. He was worrying again, she couldn't blame him. His parents were somewhere nearby listening to Voldemort rage about their defected son.

"Malfoy, I'm sorry. Is there anything I can do to help?" she asked timidly.

"No, I just need to think. I need to figure out how to get them safe before he does something to them," he answered.

He continued to pace even after Milly brought dinner. Hermione thanked the elf and started to spoon the soup into her mouth. She wondered when the last time Draco had eaten; guessing from everything that had happened in the last twelve hours she assumed he was past due for a meal himself.

"Why don't you eat something before you go to sleep? It'll help you rest better," she offered.

When he continued to pace and pull at his hair, she stood from the chair to go to him. She held on to the back of her seat and stepped carefully around until she was upright behind the chair. Still Draco didn't acknowledge her so she started shuffling her feet towards the bed while still holding on to the chair until she couldn't stretch herself any further. She let go and lunged toward the foot of the bed, barely catching hold of it as she pulled her legs along behind her.

"Malfoy, please eat. There's some lovely French Onion soup and Milly brought some elf made wine. You'll make yourself sick if you keep going at this pace," she said.

"What are you doing, Granger?" he asked as he noticed her shuffling towards him hanging on to the bed.

"We are stuck together for who knows how long, Malfoy. If you insist that I eat for my strength, then I insist you do the same. I'm sorry for your situation, even sorrier that it's because of me. Eat, get some sleep, then we'll figure something out together," she pleaded.

He shook his head and smiled at her, "You are stubborn as ever. Come, let me carry you back to the chair and we'll eat together."

He lifted her and walked swiftly to the chair, depositing her before grabbing his wand to make a second chair. The extra seat made it quite cozy near the fireplace but it was manageable. He sat and served himself some soup and poured wine for the both of them. For an hour they pretended that there was no war, no danger beyond their walls and talked about books. It surprised her that he enjoyed reading in his leisure time and they read the most of the same subjects.

His eyes were drooping by the time they finished so she asked him to bring her a book, whatever book he thought she might enjoy, and pressed him to go lay down on the bed. He took his time choosing a book for her and set it in her lap. He stared at her as she read the title and saw the tiny smile light her face before he excused himself to bed.

_The Swiss Family Robinson? _How did Draco come to have a muggle book? She settled in to read, determined to let Draco sleep as long as he needed without her calling out to him for help. She heard him shuffle around on the bed before his slow breathing gave away that he'd fallen asleep. It was only two hours later that his breathing changed to a pained moan and his movements became agitated.


	3. Chapter 3

"Malfoy? Malfoy! Wake up, you're just having a bad dream," she called out from the chair. It was useless, he couldn't hear her.

She stood carefully and tested the strength in her legs. They were too weak to carry her the short distance to the bed so she crawled on her stomach as fast as she could. She pulled herself off the floor when she reached his side of the bed. Draco was covered in sweat and his face was contorted as though in pain. She reached out and shook his arm but he was too deep in his slumber.

"Malfoy, wake up. It's just a bad dream, wake up and it will go away," she pleaded as she jiggled the bed in an attempt to rouse him.

He had started whimpering and shaking violently; she was starting to get scared. Not sure what else she could do to help him she stroked his cheek, turning his face toward hers. At the slightest of her touches, his face began to relax and his body slowed its shaking. She continued running her fingers along his jaw and he settled completely. She moved away, thinking that he was fine, but he started whimpering again at the loss of her touch. Standing for so long was already taking its toll on her so she climbed into bed next to him and continued stroking his face so he could have a peaceful rest.

Hermione woke up some time later with Draco's body wrapped around hers. She couldn't remember falling asleep, only that her presence had helped him sleep better. He looked so much younger when he slept, the worry lines and stress melted away. As she stared at him his eyes opened and widened, he scooted back on the bed and looked at her wearily.

"What are you doing in bed with me?" he growled.

"You were having a nightmare and you wouldn't wake up. I could only calm you down by touching you but it was hard to stand for so long. I'm sorry, I didn't mean to fall asleep," she answered.

He left her in the bed and went to the bathroom without another word. She waited for him to return but he was taking a long time so she started pulling the sheets off the bed as she sat on it. It wasn't easy tugging and stretching to get the sheet to come off the corners. She was fairly certain there wasn't any other bedding in this room but he'd soaked them with his sweat and they needed to be replaced. If he ever made his way out of the bathroom she'd ask him to have Milly bring some. She hated using the house elf but knew there was no way around it.

"What are you doing, Granger?" he asked in his usual condescending tone. She didn't much like this version of him but knew he was embarrassed about his nightmare and waking up next to her.

"The sheets need to be changed, you were sweating in your sleep. In fact, maybe you should take another shower," she suggested.

"Are you offering?" he said in an unpleasant tone.

She sighed heavily and counted to ten before answering him, "Look, I understand you're not used to people helping you, neither am I. I'm usually the one that can do everything for myself but did I get all mean with you for offering? No, so don't start being a jerk because you had a nightmare and I was able to help you sleep peacefully. I'm sure it's been awhile since you've been so relaxed."

It was his turn to sigh and he walked to her, "You're right, it's been far too long since I slept so well. Thank you. I'll try to refrain from being a jerk in the future. I'll call Milly to fix the bed after I've had my shower… alone."

Once he'd left the room she laid back on her pillow, smiling at the memory of his arms around her and his legs tangled with hers. If only he would have slept longer! She decided he'd feel more comfortable if they maintained their own space and their regular behavior so she would try to provide him with as much normalcy as she could in their odd situation.

He came out of the bathroom in just a towel and she tried very hard not to pay attention to the way his back muscles rippled when he moved. If only she could like him for just his body she wouldn't feel so weird about ogling him, but he had a brilliant mind that called to her as much as his looks. For now they had a truce so she would appreciate what she could until things went back to normal.

"Milly," Draco called out. The house elf appeared at once and he continued, "We need new sheets for the bed and some breakfast. Any changes in the Manor?"

"Nothing new today, Master Draco. Your mother is worried for your safety. I pretend to know nothing, just like you said. I will bring fresh bedding and breakfast. Is there anything else Master or Miss Granger needs?" Draco looked over at Hermione.

"Milly, could you maybe get a copy of The Daily Prophet and a radio? It doesn't have to be all at once," Hermione requested.

"Yes, Miss," Milly answered. With a pop she was gone.

Draco helped Hermione walk back to the fireplace and sat down after she was comfortable, "I think Milly likes you. She doesn't normally take requests from anyone but me."

"I think that's a compliment, but I can't be certain," she teased. He was watching her intently.

"Take it as one. She's a good elf, she's been with me since I was eleven. Even my parents can't give her orders," he replied.

Hermione didn't have a response so she tried to read the book some more. His stormy gray eyes watching her constantly made the task near impossible. She'd passed over the same paragraph three times before she gave up and closed the book. She looked back at him until he looked away.

"Do you want to talk now? About your parents, I mean," she inquired uncertainly.

"There's not much to talk about, is there? They are there and we are here," he dismissed.

"Don't think you can brush me off so easily. You were worried before about them being safe. Can't we bring them here?" she asked.

"Granger, this room is small enough with just the two of us. If we brought my parents in here it would be utter chaos. Take into account who my father is and who you are. It would be impossible to have any peace. No, they can't come here," he answered.

"What if I went away? You could take me somewhere and leave me to find Harry and Ron. Then bring them here so you know they'd be safe," she suggested.

"If you leave these walls, you won't be safe. It would defeat all the work I did to get you here," he replied.

"I just want to help, Draco. I feel terrible that you had to choose between me and your family. I'm no one to you but they are your parents," she said.

"I did choose, didn't I? I chose to protect you and I will until there's a reason not to. Be it the end of the war or death, you'll be safe with me," he promised quietly. She wasn't certain if he meant to speak at all.

Milly appeared soon after with breakfast and The Daily Prophet, laying the breakfast on the table between the two armchairs. Then she went to the bed and put clean sheets on, making the bed up before bowing to them and leaving again. Hermione and Draco ate breakfast in silence, not completely uncomfortable but slightly awkward as they knew they'd be doing this frequently.

"How will we know when it's safe to leave? There's so much we still need to do; it could be weeks or months before we finish. Without my help I don't know how Harry and Ron will continue," she said after several minutes.

"I don't know. My first priority was getting you the hell out of my aunt's reach. I literally thought of nothing but saving your life. When we got here you weren't even conscious and I was afraid I hadn't acted soon enough. The Cruciatus can break your mind; I was worried you wouldn't come back from it," he admitted.

"There's no way I can thank you enough for everything you did to protect me and my friends. Honestly, I would never have expected so much compassion from you. I'm sorry, I know that sounds awful," she replied.

"No need to apologize, I've been pretty nasty to you for years. Why would you expect anything different?" he said with a small smile. "But I'm not always a bad guy."

"Oh really? Give me one instance, besides rescuing me from certain death, that shows you're a nice guy," she teased.

He gave it some serious thought, like he was trying to pick the best option to provide to her. His eyes lit up and he smiled even bigger, "Do you remember last year when Pansy was always giving you a hard time about one thing or another? She was relentless."

"I do remember. She was the nastiest she's ever been. What about it?" she asked.

"Don't you remember how it stopped suddenly? She stopped giving you grief and stopped inciting the others to do it. It's because I told her to stop behaving like a child and get over her jealousy of you. She hated that you got top marks in everything and that everyone said you were the brightest witch of our era. She was so pissed she accused me of being in love with you," he answered.

"Pansy's not dumb, she just never seemed to apply herself. Learning comes easier to me than most people, probably a product of not having any friends growing up. Or maybe I didn't have friends because I was too smart. Anyway, she'd do better if she tried harder. Why did you stop her?" she said.

"It was childish behavior and unbecoming of her. And, I just hated seeing how it affected you," Draco replied.

Hermione was astonished to hear that truth from him but didn't want to ruin the atmosphere by saying so. Instead she gave him a bright smile and grabbed the newspaper. The front page held the same nonsense about muggleborns being questioned, she expected there would be some word on the escape from Malfoy Manor. She turned page after page, reading each article until she reached the end. She tossed it down the table in disgust.

"What's wrong?" Draco asked in amusement.

"There's absolutely nothing of consequence in the entire paper. You'd think there'd be a front page article on the capture of Harry Potter at least. Of course, then they'd downplay his escape, but to at least mention it happened would raise the Ministry of Magic's position, wouldn't it?" she ranted.

"Do you really think anyone at the Ministry was aware of the three of you being brought here? Even if you all had died within these walls nobody at the Ministry would have been told. The Ministry and The Prophet only want to silence any of his supporters and death would only make him a martyr," he argued.

"I suppose you're right, but I need to know what Harry and Ron have planned. Losing the sword was a major blow and I'm afraid they won't know how to continue without me. I know that sounds egotistical but it's true," she worried.

"The Sword of Gryffindor? Harry grabbed it before they apparated out of here," he told her.

"Why didn't you tell me that earlier? That takes off half the worry, now it's just about finding… Um, I'd still like to know where they are," she said.


	4. Chapter 4

"Why don't we worry about getting you better before you worry about those two? Any ideas on how we can pass an undetermined amount of time together?" he asked.

She looked around the room at the bookshelves, the bathroom, and the bed; there really was no entertainment here beyond books. Even she couldn't see the pleasure in reading all day, every day. If only they had games or a television. He was still waiting for her answer.

"What did you plan to do in here when you created it?" she asked.

"I wanted to use it to hide away from everyone in this house. Think about what was happening last year, Hermione. I wasn't in the best frame of mind. I was trying, and failing, to kill Dumbledore and fix that cabinet. Every time I came back to the Manor I had to endure threats from the Dark Lord about what would happen if I continued to disappoint him," Draco told her.

She felt terrible for him, knowing his own home wasn't even a source of comfort to him. It surprised her that he spoke so candidly about the events of last year even though she obviously knew how it had turned out. He had succeeded in repairing the Vanishing Cabinet and Dumbledore was dead; it was obvious that he wasn't proud of either accomplishment. In the back of her mind she pointed out that he had called her by her first name, an occurrence that had never happened before.

"Why did you take the Mark, Draco?" she asked, testing out the use of his name in return.

"To save my parents. My father was in Azkaban; the Dark Lord was quite put out with him, to put it mildly. I was afraid for my mother, she would be all alone while I was at school. I thought if I took the Mark he would be appeased and leave her alone. I didn't realize at the time that he had planned for me to take it, willingly or not. When he told me he had a special assignment for me I knew I'd made a huge mistake. I was sick when he gave me my orders, I can't tell you how sick," he didn't realize there were tears nearly falling from his eyes.

"If you hadn't followed through with it, your parents would have been killed. And you, too. What else could you have done?" she said softly. She reached across and took his hand, giving it a gentle squeeze before releasing it.

"The knowledge that I had no choice doesn't change the fact that I am a monster. Think what could have happened if your Order hadn't been there. How many people would have died, besides Dumbledore?" he said in disgust.

"You had no choice! You didn't do anything that the Death Eaters couldn't have figured out for themselves. I mean, the cursed necklace and poisoned wine were risky options, but it shows your heart wasn't in it. And if you hadn't been able to fix that cabinet they would have figured out another way into the castle. Do you know how many hidden passages there are out of the school?" Hermione argued.

"What about Dumbledore, Hermione? He's still dead!" he shouted.

"You didn't kill him, I know you didn't. You disarmed him and then couldn't finish. It was Professor Snape that killed him," she said. Her eyes were starting to tear up in sadness and frustration. How could she get through to him?

"How do you know so much about it?" he asked, momentarily caught off guard.

"Harry was on the level below you in the tower. Dumbledore had cast the Full-Body Bind spell and he was covered by his Invisibility Cloak so no one saw him until after Dumbledore was dead. He saw everything, Draco. You were lowering your wand," she answered gently.

Draco stood and walked back to the window, looking outside as if it were real. She could hear him trying to get his sobs under control and let him have privacy. As it was, she was worn out from the emotional turmoil the conversation had created. Her hope was he'd stop taking so much of the current circumstances to heart and realize it all would have happened without his help, except he would have been dead, too. More people would have probably been killed if he hadn't taken the Mark and done You-Know-Who's bidding.

He was still standing by the window a quarter of an hour later and she'd given up on finishing the discussion. She wanted to lay down and stretch her muscles or, better yet, get a massage. She knew the latter wasn't an option so she scooted herself off the chair and laid down on the floor in front of the fireplace. She rolled to her back and started stretching her arms above her head as she pointed her toes toward the bookshelves. It was a minimal comfort but she'd take anything over the constant throbbing.

"What in the world are you doing on the floor?" Draco asked her when he finally came out of his contemplation.

"I thought I'd try stretching out my muscles since I can't run down to the spa and get a massage. I'd kill for a pain reliever, though," she answered.

She turned over and pushed herself up onto her hands and knees, pushing her back up toward the ceiling. After several minutes, she started to feel her muscles loosening up. Unfortunately, her nerves were still on fire and no amount of stretching could make that go away. She sat back on her heels and observed Draco watching her.

"If you don't mind, I could try to give you a massage. I'm clearly not a professional, but I can rub out any knots," Draco offered.

It was tempting, especially the muscles in her neck and her thighs. No matter how much she stretched, those areas weren't feeling any relief. His offer shouldn't have surprised her considering he had no problem soaping her up in the shower but she couldn't figure out why he was being so nice to her. First by saving her life, then by helping her in the bathroom, and now his offer of a massage. These were not actions of a man that despised everything she stood for.

"Again, I need to thank you for everything you've done for me, but I can't figure out why you want to help. I'm nothing to you, Draco, and suddenly you've become my knight in shining armor. Why?" she asked.

He looked away, clearly not intending to answer her which frustrated her considerably. She wouldn't act on her frustration, of course, because she was still alive because of him. He was saved from answering any more of her questions by the appearance of his house elf.

"I brought the radio for Miss Granger," Milly said.

"Thank you, Milly," Hermione said taking the radio. She noticed the elf had been crying. "What's wrong?"

"Dobby is dead! I couldn't find a radio here and I didn't know where else to look so I went to the place we took all Miss Granger's friends to ask Dobby for help. The boy, Harry Potter, said that Dobby was killed on his last trip to save everyone," Milly cried.

Hermione took the small elf into her arms and held her while she cried, more than a few tears falling from her own eyes. Dobby was eccentric and had, at times, put Harry in more danger than necessary but he was also so loyal and helpful. Poor Harry was probably blaming himself for this death, too.

"Milly, you just said you talked to Harry. Is he alright? What about the others?" Hermione asked.

"They sent the blond girl and the old man to another location but Harry, the redhead boy, and the goblin are still there. They seemed fine, just anxious about you," the elf answered.

Hermione looked at Draco, hope brewing in her brown orbs, "Did you tell them I'm okay? That Draco is taking care of me?"

"Master told me not to tell anyone about you," Milly answered.

"Thank you, Milly. I'm afraid your absence in the kitchen might be noticed if you stay away any longer. I'll call for you later," Draco said before Hermione could say anything more to the elf.

Hermione was silent for longer than he could stand; he stood up and walked to the bathroom for some towels and returned. She was staring at the floor, refusing to meet his eyes. He sat in front of her and took her hands in each of his.

"I'm sorry, Hermione. When I told Milly not to tell anyone about you, it was meant for the occupants of Malfoy Manor and anyone associated with the Dark Lord. But, I'm glad she didn't tell Potter anything about you," he said.

"Why? He's probably sick with worry and he'll never complete the mission Dumbledore gave us. I should be there with him, helping him figure out the next step," she argued. She didn't take her hands from his.

"I can't let you go anywhere until you're better. Do you think you'd do them any good when you're this weak? When your nerves burn all the time? Let me take care of you and we'll figure out how to help Potter and Weasley from here," he asked.

She looked up at him, her eyes brimming with unshed tears. It was in that moment he thought she was the most beautiful he'd ever seen her. Her tears were not from pain or fear for herself, they were for her friends and the desire to help them. She was the most admirable person he'd ever know in his life. He vowed to himself to help her in any way he could in this unknown mission and hoped he'd become a better man for it. Maybe even good enough to deserve her.

"Thank you, Draco. I suppose you're right, I'm in no physical shape to be of any use to them. Sometimes I get a little carried away and forget to think rationally," she said.

"Here, I brought some towels for you to lay on so I can try to work the knots from your muscles. You'll need to… um…. Undress," he answered, a small blush crossing his cheeks.

"Oh! I just remembered, I have some potions in my bag. Maybe there's some in there we could use," she recalled with a gasp.

He retrieved her bag and she began emptying it of all its contents. She had several vials lined up in front of her and she was still digging into the bag for more. Finally, she'd arranged everything to her liking and smiled up at Draco.

"I have Nerve Blocking Potion! I don't know why I thought to bring some along, but I'm glad I did. I think it will make me drowsy, though," she announced.

"I'll look after you. What else have you got?" he assured her.

"Funnily enough, I have some gel my dad used when his muscles were tense. I can't guarantee it will do any more than just massaging but it's worth a shot. Are you sure you don't mind?" she asked.

"Not at all, I'm glad to help. I'll turn around so you can undress. I think it will be okay to leave your bra and panties on, though," he answered.

"I'm not wearing a bra," Hermione whispered to herself in shock.

When she had removed her clothes and laid on the towels, she called out to him that she was ready. He turned around and begged himself not to react physically to her this time. Even though he could see her ribs and she was paler than normal, she was breathtaking. One of these days maybe he'd be touching her skin for pleasure instead of to help her heal. Either way, he was blessed to be in her good graces; he wasn't about to throw any opportunity to get closer to her.
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"Draco, maybe you should consider a career in massage therapy. This feels amazing," Hermione said as he kneaded her back muscles.

He laughed once, concerned more with not bruising her than carrying on a conversation. Now that he was touching her skin to skin, he was appalled at how thin she truly was. He'd thought she was too thin in the shower, but now he was worried about how malnourished she was. He could see the outline of every single one of her ribs, her shoulders were bony, and her panties looked two sizes too big. She was nearly a skeleton. He was instantly angry with Potter and Weasley for not taking better care of her. He decided to learn all of her favorite foods and make sure she got back to a healthy weight.

"Where do you hurt the most?" he asked, trying to calm his rage.

"You already took care of my neck and shoulders, they feel so much better. My thighs are still fairly sore," she answered.

He scooted himself down and sat back on his heels, resting just above her calves. He grabbed the bottle of Muggle muscle relief gel and squirted some onto his palm. He rubbed his palms together to warm the gel and started kneading the muscles in her right thigh. He could feel knots and tension all over the muscle and worked each spot until it was pliant. This felt different than washing her legs in the shower, more intimate. When he was pleased with the results of the right, he moved to the left and repeated the process.

Hermione was very vocal in the relief he was giving her, at times the sounds were nearly indecent. He was glad she couldn't see the tightness in his trousers and decided to keep working on her until it wasn't there anymore. He moved to her calves and then her feet before he was able to inquire how she was feeling.

"My entire backside is relaxed. I think I can handle the rest of the pain better," she answered.

"Where else do you hurt?" he asked kindly.

"It's fine, Draco. You've already done so much for me," she started and, with a cross look from him, said, "The fronts of my thighs and my abdominal muscles and my arms."

He helped her roll over, covering her breasts with a towel knowing she'd be self-conscious about them being exposed. He started with her arms, then moved to her stomach muscles which were hard to massage because she kept giggling. He stared at the bones of her hips, sticking out prominently, in disgust. He didn't want her to notice, knowing it would hurt her feelings, so he started on her thighs as he began asking her about her favorite foods.

"I love pasta, it doesn't matter to me what sauce it has or what toppings. And I love pizza. Ice cream with lots of strawberries and chocolate syrup. Cheeseburgers and fries. That's how I made it through on the days we didn't have much, if anything, to eat. I fantasized about all the fattening, delicious foods I'd eat when we were done," she said dreamily.

"I'll have Milly find all of that and more so you can indulge. How do you feel now?" he asked. He'd just finished with her thighs.

"Like gelatin. I don't think I can move. You've done a magnificent job, Draco," she smiled up at him.

He intended to pick her up and carry her to the bed when he remembered she was very close to nude. He removed his shirt and tossed it to her, "Put that on and I'll carry you to bed."

Once she was settled against the pillows, he brought her Nerve Potion. He measured out the correct amount and handed her the cup. She drank it with a disgusted look on her face, "Did you know that muggles can make even the most horrid medicine taste like grapes? Not exactly like grapes, but the flavor makes it easier to drink. They have orange and cherry, too. I think we need to make this happen for witches and wizards."

Draco only shook his head, knowing she was too relaxed to be thinking clearly. He walked over to the bookshelf, intent on sitting in his chair and reading while she slept but she called him back before he got very far.

"Don't leave me, okay? I just… Can you just read in bed?" she sounded frightened.

"What's wrong? I'll only be a few feet away," he asked.

"I don't know. I feel strange and I don't like it. My head is buzzing and I feel like I might float away. Please, Draco, stay with me?" she begged.

"Okay, I'll sit with you. Let me grab a book," he said. He leaned in to kiss her forehead but stopped when he remembered she wasn't actually his. He missed the look of disappointment on her face when he turned away.

He took his time finding a book that would occupy him enough as she slept. Her eyes stayed fixed on him, he could feel the weight of her stare as he browsed the different titles. Finally, knowing he wouldn't be able to concentrate on anything other than watching at her while she slept, he pulled a random book off the shelf and returned to her.

He sat on his side of the bed, above the covers, and opened his book. She scooted herself closer to him and placed her hand on his arm. He looked down, noticing the difference in their coloring. He was pale white whereas she'd been darkened by months under the sun. When she noticed him looking, she blushed.

"When we touch, I feel better. Does it bother you?" she asked.

"No, I don't mind at all. It's just unusual for us," he pointed out.

"I think, if circumstances had been different, we'd have been good friends in school. You're the only one who could keep up with me in class. It's refreshing to have such a brilliant mind to spend time with," she smiled.

"What, Weasley and Potter couldn't engage your mind on your little adventure? Anyway, you've got me now. Are you tired yet?" he replied.

"A little, but I don't want to sleep. I like talking with you," she answered.

"Then let's see if we can come up with a plan to help Potter and Weasley. What have you guys done so far?" he suggested.

She frowned at his request, making his heart stop. He watched her as she bit her lip and tugged on a lock of her hair in concentration. What was going on in her head? They were just fine seconds ago and now she looked like she was about to cry.

"Hermione? What is it?" he asked tentatively.

"It would make things easier if you knew the whole story. I feel like I'm betraying Harry and Ron by telling you, though. But, you are so incredibly smart that I just know you'd be an asset to the whole mission. I can trust you, can't I, Draco?"

"You have got to be kidding me. Are you seriously asking me if you can trust me? Where are we, Hermione, the dungeons? Do you think I'm doing all this for fun? I now have a target on my back the same as you do; I knew it when I rescued you. I may never see my family again. Can you trust me? I don't know, can you?" Draco shouted. He'd left the bed and was pacing near the bookshelves.

The shock on her face at his outburst soon turned into tears. She covered her face and let out huge, heartbreaking sobs that wouldn't abate no matter how desperately she wanted them to. Draco watched her from across the room, still too angry to console her. She wanted so much to apologize but she couldn't get the words out between her sobbing. After several minutes, she removed her hands from her face and looked at him in the eyes.

"I'm sorry. I know you've sacrificed so much for my sake and I'm not repaying you very well. You must know that I would never have asked you to forsake your family on my behalf," she cried. "I am so confused, Draco. All our lives you've been wretched to me, not a day went by that you didn't find some way to torture me. And now, you're the complete opposite. So attentive and nurturing, I don't know what to make of it. My head can't connect the dots."

His heart broke, seeing Hermione Granger cry wasn't something he relished. She was always so strong and, no matter how horrid he was to her in school, she never broke. How could he tell her that he'd always admired her for rising above his petty behavior and never letting him get her down? With one short tirade, he'd broken her tough façade and he didn't like how it made him feel.

"I'm sorry I yelled. I didn't mean to make you cry," he said as he sat himself on the edge of the bed. He pulled her into his arms to soothe her.

She reached her arms around his waist and snuggled into his still bare chest. He ran a hand down her long hair and made quiet shushing noises until she was calm enough to talk again. Not ready to release her, he asked her if she was better while still clutching her close to him.

"I'm not crying anymore, but I still feel like the world's most ungrateful jerk. You shouldn't have to put up with my crazy while you're still coming to terms with your own problems. Draco, why are you being so wonderful to me?" she asked.

"You wouldn't believe me if I told you. Can you accept that I've changed and I feel awful about everything that happened in the past? That I don't believe you and I are any different because of some stupid status system created to divide the magical world? I promise you I've changed and I really do want to help you and your friends defeat the Dark Lord. Can that be enough for now?" he answered.

She pulled away from just enough to look into his eyes so her answer could never be doubted, "I trust you, Draco. It's enough to know that you want to help." Her eyes glittered with unshed tears, making his heart thump painfully in his chest.

He sighed in relief and smiled at her, leaning his forehead down to touch hers before whispering, "Thank you."

She tilted her chin towards him, brushing her lips lightly over his on impulse. His eyes closed as he pressed his lips more firmly to hers, ending it with a hazy grin. She smiled back at him, her mind and body settled thoroughly the moment she initiated the kiss. Wanting to linger in the glow, she forced herself to concentrate on the issue at hand.

"Get comfortable because we have a lot to go over. Maybe we should take notes so we can share ideas. I have parchment and a quill in my bag," she said with enthusiasm.

"Of course you do," he replied as he retrieved her bag from the floor in front of the fire.

When they were comfortably settled on the bed, Hermione started with a question, "What do you know about horcruxes?"

"I'm not familiar with the word. What is it?" he replied.

She gave him the academic definition first to see if it caused him to remember anything, which it didn't, and continued on to tell him how it came to apply to the mission Dumbledore had set upon her, Harry, and Ron. Then she told him how three of the horcruxes had already been found, what they were, and how they were destroyed. His eyes were wide upon hearing this influx of information.

"That's what you've been doing? How do you even know what you're looking for?" he asked incredulously.

"The first one was coincidental, the second was through Dumbledore's research, as was the third, sort of. When Harry and Dumbledore left the night the Death Eaters came into Hogwarts, they were going to obtain the locket. Afterwards, Harry realized it was a fake so we had to find the real one. It took a long time, but we finally tracked it down to Umbridge, so we snuck into the Ministry and retrieved it. The sword, which is impregnated with basilisk venom was able to destroy it. We still have three more to find and get rid of before You-Know-Who will be vulnerable enough to actually kill. That's where we are stuck," she explained.

"Three left? Well, they have to be important items because the Dark Lord would never deign to secure his soul to anything less. Now, what else did Dumbledore tell you? I feel like we're missing something major," he answered.

"Well, I've been thinking about it and I can't help but think at least one of them is in your aunt's vault at Gringotts. She was really scared that we'd gotten in there and what else we'd taken," Hermione ventured.
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"I accompanied her to her vault a few weeks ago. She didn't take any money, she just went in and looked around the room, like she was taking inventory. I believe your idea has merit," he said, deep in thought.

"Did she pay particular attention to anything specific? Like a necklace or a ring? I'm thinking it's something small," Hermione asked with excitement.

"She was rather focused on a goblet, come to think of it. It was up on a shelf in the back of the vault. Kind of ugly, really. It was small, gold, with two handles. It had a rodent or something engraved on the side with some jewels surrounding it," Draco recounted.

Hermione jumped onto him and hugged him as tight as her muscles would allow, "You're the best! I do believe we have a lead. Can you describe the goblet in better detail for me so I can draw it?"

She started annotating everything Draco had said about the goblet and sketching it out as best she could. Once in a while she would have him take a look at it and make changes but mostly she just talked under her breath. She consulted a book, _Hogwarts: A History_, frequently. He was happy to have helped her but didn't like that she wasn't including him in her one woman conversation.

"Hermione, now that you know about this cup, what are you intending to do? You've been over there muttering to yourself for twenty minutes now," he said.

"This picture on the cup looks like the Hufflepuff Crest. If that's the case, I'm thinking another Horcrux might be something representing Ravenclaw. We've already destroyed a locket from Slytherin; so, if my hypothesis is correct, he's tied them to the founders of Hogwarts. But, what could he have chosen from Gryffindor? I think we need to send this to Harry along with his cloak and suggestions on how to get through the goblins to get to that vault. There has to be a way," she answered.

"You want Potter and Weasley to break into my aunt's vault? You've lost your mind," he said shaking his head.

She turned to look at him and grabbed his face between her hands, "Honestly Draco, you must learn never to underestimate me. Not only is it possible, it will be done. And it's all thanks to you!" She leaned in and kissed him enthusiastically, though chastely.

Her mood had taken a complete change and she was happier than he had ever seen her. She kissed him! When she turned away to finish her notes, he ran his fingers across his lips. He began being optimistic about everything from that moment; if Hermione Granger could kiss him willingly the world would have to be all right.

He started considering the ways they could help Potter and Weasley get into the vault without detection. He knew the only way would be for Bellatrix to be there but that wasn't possible so what was the next option? One of them would have to become Bellatrix long enough to get to the vault. That would require some serious transfiguration… or some Polyjuice Potion.

"They need Polyjuice Potion to become my aunt. It takes too long to brew, even if I had access to my Potions lab," Draco said absently.

"I know, I brewed some in second year. Harry and Ron became Crabbe and Goyle to find out if you knew who the Heir of Slytherin was, didn't you know?" she asked, forgetting her work.

"Are you serious? I had no idea, though I vaguely remember they were acting weird one night," he replied.

"I have some Polyjuice Potion, by the way. But we need to have some of Bellatrix's hair or something to make it work. If we could set them up with that and then the cloak, they'd easily make their way in. Can we have Milly get some hair?" Hermione was getting excited again.

"Milly," Draco called out. When the elf appeared, "I need you to get some of my Aunt Bella's hair without anyone finding out. We need it as soon as possible and then I'll have another trip for you."

"Yes Master. I will go to the laundry and find her clothes. I am sure there is some hair on it," Milly answered.

"Can you bring up a set of her robes as well?" he asked. Then turned to Hermione, "I doubt they have access to robes of her style. And they have her wand."

"Yes Master," the elf said and disappeared.

"Draco, I could just kiss you! You are brilliant!" Hermione exclaimed.

He didn't think that would be a terrible reward for his help but he couldn't actually say that to her. She was caught up in the moment and would soon be regretting that first kiss whereas he'd remember it for the rest of his life.

"I've written to Harry and Ron, explaining what needs to be done. Now, let me find it," she said as she was arm deep in her bag again.

She pulled out a couple empty bottles and a galleon before finally latching on to Harry's Invisibility Cloak. Draco gasped when he saw it, "Is that what I think it is?"

"Harry's had it since first year; it's how we've been able to sneak about the castle when necessary," Hermione said with a nod.

"Do you realize how rare it is? It's part of a story my mum used to tell me when I was a kid. About three brothers cheating Death and getting rewarded for their cunning. One brother got a cloak made from Death's own cloak to make him invisible, another got a stone that could bring dead people back to life, and the other got a wand that was infallible," Draco told her.

"I have a copy of the book somewhere in here. Dumbledore left it to me in his will but I could never figure out why," she told him as she dug in her endless bag for the book.

She handed it to Draco who began leafing through the pages. He was confused because of the symbol found inside on several pages. He addressed her, "This isn't part of the story. It's been inked in later, see? I've seen it somewhere before."

He got up from the bed and went study the books in the bookcases. Hermione watched him intently, every stretch and bend collected in her mind. He was such a beautiful man to look at; she was learning he was equally as magnificent on the inside. She was finally starting to wear out from the medication and excitement from today's discoveries. She knew it was right to trust him; with all the help he'd already provided, he had pushed the mission into overdrive.

"This symbol is listed in this book as part of a movement promoting wizard domination over muggles. It sounds quite similar to the Dark Lord's plan, to be honest. But, it mentions that a few people believe it to be a sign of the Deathly Hallows, meaning that acquiring all three objects- the cloak, the stone, and the wand- would make the owner the master of death," he said as he pointed out passages in the book.

Hermione pulled the book into her lap and read through the passages carefully. Her happy smile disappeared into harsh concentration before becoming worried. She stared off toward the opposite wall, deep in thought, before she closed the book and sighed.

"I have a feeling this information would have been helpful ages ago. I think we've been running around in circles looking for horcruxes while You-Know-Who has been searching for Hallows. He's already proved he will never truly die with his horcruxes, now he wants to master Death another way," she said disheartened.

"Either way, you would need to destroy the Horcruxes before attempting to kill him," Draco pointed out.

Milly appeared just then with a set of Bellatrix's robes and a small vial with a couple hairs inside. Hermione thanked her and Draco ordered some food. They'd been at this for a while and Hermione surely had to be hungry. She was probably so used to ignoring her hunger pangs to realize it was happening.

While they ate, Hermione started cleaning up the mess she'd made on the bed with her bag's contents. She paused in the act of tossing the galleon back in and her eyes lit up. She tapped the coin with her wand and muttered under her breath. A minute later, she glanced back at the coin and grinned widely. One more tap, a short sentence under her breath, another big grin moments later.

"Last year we used these coins to communicate the date and time of our DA meetings. I just sent a message to Harry so he knows I'm safe and trying to help," she explained.

"Seriously? I'm guessing it was _your_ design? I don't know how you still surprise me, you are brilliant," he said flipping the coin around.

Draco turned the radio on to have background noise, thinking it would soothe Hermione faster. She looked up from packing up the note, cloak, Polyjuice Potion, and Bellatrix's hair. "Can you bring the radio here? I want to try something," she asked.

When he handed her the radio, she began tapping it with her wand and saying different words that made no sense to him. _Dumbledore, Potter, Phoenix, Moody, Stag. _With every word muttered, she became more discouraged until she pushed the radio away and made her way to the bed.

"What was that about?" he asked as she settled.

"There's a special network that broadcasts news about the war from our side. It's secret, and the only way to find it is to use the password but it changes every night. I was just guessing, and poorly at that," she answered. "Can we get the package out to Harry now so I can sleep?"

"Milly," he called out. When the elf appeared he said, "Take this package to Harry Potter. Tell him we'll be in touch when we can."

"Will you come lay down with me so I can fall asleep? I mean- unless you don't want to. I know it must be uncomfortable for you," she asked.

"I don't mind," he said quietly. He moved to the bed and pulled his trousers off. He'd finally put a shirt on earlier and tugged it off now as well. "I sleep better if I don't wear clothes," he explained.

As soon as he laid down, Hermione snuggled closer to him, her head sharing his pillow. He didn't want to ruin the moment by asking her what she was doing so he brought her hand up to his chest and held it there. He sighed blissfully with a secret smile.

Draco was awakened several hours later by Hermione's fist hitting his chest. She'd made back to her side of the bed at some point and was now in the middle of a violent nightmare. Her hands were balled into fists, her body tense, as she waved her arms around as though she were fighting off an attack. He deflected another swing that came toward him and grasped her arm.

"Hermione, you're sleeping. Whatever you're seeing isn't real. Wake up now," he said soothingly.

She let out a high pitched scream before her body went rigid, as though she were being hit with another Cruciatus spell. Panicking, Draco did the only thing he could think of, the same thing she'd done for him. He started caressing her cheek with his hand and whispering in her ear that she was safe and he'd never let anyone hurt her again. It took several minutes but she finally calmed down and relaxed against him. She didn't wake up but he wasn't going to take any chances with her having another horrid nightmare; he turned her on her side and pulled her against him so they were back to front, holding her close to him so she could feel their contact.

Several hours later, Hermione woke up feeling safe and warm. Draco had managed to fall back to sleep but hadn't lessened his hold on her. She couldn't remember ever feeling so secure in her life and was loathe to leave the comfort of his embrace. Carefully, she turned around so she was facing him and watched him in the most unguarded moment she could imagine. His lips were parted, she stared in fascination at them. She traced them lightly, marveling at the feelings the invoked when they were pressed against her own lips.

Unable to stop herself, she touched her lips to his while sliding her hand down to his shoulder. A soft sigh passed through her body, a feeling of complete peace stole over her. His arm tightened around her waste as he pulled her closer, smiling against her lips as he begged himself that this wasn't a dream.
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"Go back to sleep, Draco. I'm just going to do some research," she whispered against his lips, slightly embarrassed at having been caught kissing him in his sleep.

"Am I dreaming?" he asked lazily.

"No, but you should be. Go to sleep," she urged, pressing one more selfish kiss to his lips.

When she was certain he was asleep again, she made her way to the chairs and turned hers around to watch him sleep. Now that they weren't physically connected she was worried he'd have a nightmare. Her mind raced with thoughts of him, she couldn't figure out why she was so drawn to him. It was more than her little crush from the last couple years, it ran deeper inside her. Was she in love with him? Wasn't it too soon to entertain silly thoughts like this? She couldn't doubt that she cared for him and that she was drawn to him physically and emotionally.

She had to stop thinking about it and start researching the House of Ravenclaw for clues as to what the next Horcrux could be. She pulled out her copy of _Hogwarts: A History _to begin, knowing it wouldn't offer much but it was the best place to start. After she learned what she could from that book, she rummaged through her other books for any other information. Finally, she started looking through the books on the wall, finding a couple that were promising.

Deciding she needed information, she called on Milly, hoping the elf would have any sort of news.

"Hello, Miss Granger, what can I do for you?" the sweet elf asked.

"I was wondering what time of day it is. I feel as if we've gotten turned around somehow. I feel like it should be morning," Hermione answered.

"It's evening, Miss. Shall I bring up dinner?" the elf answered.

"That would be lovely. Whatever is Draco's favorite, if it isn't too much trouble. How are his parents?" Hermione replied.

"They are alive. The evil one has tortured them some, but please don't tell Master Draco," Milly said sadly.

"I'll keep it a secret. Has there been anything in the Daily Prophet about Harry Potter?" Hermione decided to chance asking.

"No, Miss. I'll inform you if I hear anything about Mr. Potter. He was happy to receive your package," Milly replied.

"Milly, has You-Know-Who said anything about precious items he wants to keep safe?" Hermione asked.

"No, Miss. I stay away from him, he scares me," the elf said with a shiver. Then, upon further thought, she added, "He seems to favor his snake. She never leaves his sight now. Not even to hunt."

"Thank you, Milly," Hermione said and the elf disappeared.

Voldemort's attachment to the snake was odd, but she didn't think it was possible to make a Horcrux from a living being so she her conversation with Milly was fruitless. If she couldn't help Harry and Ron get into Gringotts, she was determined to help them with the next Horcrux. She was certain Voldemort would know what they were doing once he found out that Bellatrix's vault had been breached. They wouldn't have a lot of time to work with and she wanted to give them a head start. She returned to her books, hoping to glean some answers within their pages.

"Hermione, why is the chair turned around?" Draco said a short while later. She didn't realize he'd woken up.

"I wanted to keep an eye on you in case you had another nightmare. Milly should be back soon with dinner," she answered.

"You called my house elf? And she appeared?" Draco asked incredulously.

"I thought you might be hungry when you woke up. Milly was very polite," she said slightly defensively.

"It's okay, Hermione. It's just that house elves are very particular in who they take orders, or requests, from. I already explained she won't do anything for my parents, remember? For her to willingly accept your request is… interesting," he replied.

"Could you, perhaps, not speak so vaguely? I've got a lot of research to do and I feel I don't have a lot of time to do it," she snapped.

"I didn't want to have this conversation just yet, but fine. The _only_ reason my house elf would accept you and take orders without my explicit orders is because she senses you are her other master. I don't care if you don't like the word, Hermione, so get over yourself. House elves know who their original master's, for lack of a better word, _mate_ is," Draco said irritably.

"Are you insane? In case you've missed it, your entire family despises me for being born a Muggle. There is no way I'm your… I can't even fathom using a word as archaic and demeaning as mate. You don't believe she's right, do you?" Hermione argued fiercely.

"I do. I've known for over a year now. Hearing your account only confirms it," he whispered. He was still on the bed looking down.

"You aren't serious! Draco, you hated me last year and every year before that. Why would you think that we're destined to be together knowing my blood is dirty? I'm everything you purebloods want to slaughter," she continued to rant.

"Milly sometimes stays at Hogwarts with the other house elves, particularly when I'm not feeling well. Last year was the epitome of my being ill, if you'll recall. She happened to be in your room one night, tidying up, and you said you needed a glass of water while you were sleeping. She couldn't deny your request, that's how she found you. The next day, she told me and I tried so hard to deny it. But, the first time I saw you after her revelation, I could feel the pull, the difference. It's not normal for an elf to find her master's _life companion_ before he has. Apparently, I've been oblivious for quite a long time," he explained.

"And that's when you told off Pansy for being cruel?" she asked unusually quietly.

He nodded at her but wouldn't look at her, afraid he'd see revulsion. His heart was falling to pieces, which is why he hadn't wanted to have this conversation for a long time. He wanted to protect her- hide her- until the war was over. He wanted, so very desperately, to have her fall in love with him of her own accord and not because destiny had decided it for her.

"How do you feel about this?" she asked from much closer than he expected.

She had risen from her chair and quietly approached his side of the bed. When he didn't answer her, she touched his arm gently. "Draco? Tell me how this makes you feel," she repeated.

When he turned to her, finally ready to face the consequences of his every action for the last couple days, he did so with tears welled up in his eyes. "I can't lie and say it was the best news I've ever gotten, but I've come to accept it rather happily."

"Oh, Draco. Everything makes sense to me now. Why you rescued Harry and Ron, why you brought me here, why you've been beyond attentive these last couple days," she whispered. She kept her hand on his arm, as though anchoring herself amid a violent storm. "Oh my gosh! You've seen me naked!"

"I promise, I just wanted to take care of you. You were so weak and you're too stubborn to ask for help. Please don't think I was trying to take advantage of you, I wouldn't do that," he begged.

She nudged him over on the bed, which would have been impossible if he hadn't complied, and sat next to him. This whole exchange had her mind reeling and she couldn't fathom how to go forward. Was this the reason she was so drawn to him? Would they change once they were separated? Would it hurt him when she left? Maybe it was residual feelings of the crush she'd long harbored for him, maybe it was something akin to for the care he'd taken of her these past days, but the thought of hurting him settled ill on her.

Before she could formulate any coherent response to their predicament, Milly appeared with dinner. She turned to her two masters and bowed before disapparating without a word. Silently, Draco rose from the bed and turned Hermione's chair back toward the fire before setting their dinner up on the little table. She sat in her chair and picked at her food, trying not to feel awkward at the growing silent tension building between them.

"You need to eat to build up your strength," he said to her. He went back to his own food without another look in her direction. Her lack of response confirmed to him that she was horrified at being his mate. She didn't want him.

She pushed her food away and stood up, "Draco, I'm not angry with you. I'm confused and worried, but not angry. I have so much going on in my head and I cannot handle your indifference to this situation right now. I'm going to take my book and have a bath. Please, figure yourself out before I come back out."

The bathroom door didn't have a lock on it, but she imagined it would be useless to lock it anyway when, if he really wanted to come in, he could use his wand to unlock it. She set the book down on the counter and turned the taps on to the tub. Surprisingly, it wasn't as large as she would have expected from him. It could easily fit two people but no more, and there was no special fragrances or charms added to the taps to change the water. She took off her clothes, not bothering to fold them before tossing them in the corner.

Grabbing the book, _The Grey Lady: Before and After Death_, she eased herself into the tub and started reading the story about the Ghost of Ravenclaw Tower. Finding this particular book in Draco's library had seemed too good to be true, but she leafed through it and decided it might have answers she could use. She lost track of time, which wasn't unusual for her while reading, until Draco knocked on the door.

"Hermione? Are you okay? You've been in there for two hours," he said through the door.

"I'll be right out, give me five minutes," she called out.

"Take your time. I just wanted to make sure you hadn't drowned yourself," he answered.

She pulled the plug on the bottom of the tub and stood, careful to set the book far enough away to not get drops of water on it as she got out. When she had mostly dried her hair and had wrapped the towel around herself, she grabbed the book and moved it to the counter. She had found a really interesting chapter on a disagreement between Rowena Ravenclaw and her daughter, Helena, which might hold the answer she needed. As she turned to grab her clean clothes, she realized she'd forgotten to bring any into the bathroom with her.

Coming out of the bathroom in just a towel seemed more indecent than being stripped to her knickers for the massage Draco had given her the night before. She wondered to herself if it was the recent knowledge of their situation that made her feel that way. Whatever the reasoning, her mind completely shut off when she saw Draco standing at the window, so tense he might have been a statue. She was the reason he was so upset and it didn't sit well with her.

As quietly as she could, she set the book down on the bed and moved toward him. He didn't change his position, even when she was standing right next to him. Her heart was pained by his cold manner, so reminiscent of their past. She could think of no words to bring him to face her, he was so lost in his own mind anyway. She raised a hand to his face and laid it against his cheek causing him to further stiffen his posture.

"Please don't hate me," she whispered. "I couldn't bear it."

He pulled away from her and walked to the other side of the bed, not acknowledging her in any way beyond his retreat. Hermione turned to watch him, wanting some indication that he wasn't going to disappear and leave her in this room alone forever. It wasn't until she let out a sob that she realized she had started crying, the thought of not having Draco in her life had been too unbearable to consider.

Draco looked up at the sound, his face losing all the unfeeling façade he'd placed there at her rejection. Had something happened to frighten her? Was she having a flashback? He came back to her and pulled her to his chest, "Shush, you're safe."

"Don't leave me, Draco," she cried as she held onto him tightly.


End file.
